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 Yom Kippur              Kal Nidre 

Evening Meditative Service 

 

ל־נִדְרֵי  כָּ
All of our Vows 
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There is a tradition about spending the whole day – including the night – in the 

synagogue on Yom Kippur. In part this may be because conjugal relations are 

among the prohibitions of the day: on Yom Kippur we have the possibility of 

becoming ‘angelic’ and, angel-like, eating, drinking, anointing and sex are what 

humans need and do, but not angels. For some years, when I was rabbi in Paris, 

I brought a campbed into my synagogue office and spent the night alone in the 

building. It wasn’t just the silence that felt special, without any of the usual dis-

tractions; but there was also a sense of separation from the hurly-burly of every-

day life and concerns that felt then, still feels now, so much a part of what Yom 

Kippur is meant to be about. I remember the feeling on leaving the synagogue 

and seeing Parisian life all around me, just as it had been 24 hours before. But it 

felt naively wondrous to see all that going on, as if I’d been out of it for much 

more than 24 hours, almost ‘reborn.’  

Synagogues need windows to remind us that we are part of the world and syna-

gogue shouldn’t be a withdrawal from it. Later on in my career, we used a hall 

for our Yom Kippur services which had no windows. For once I welcomed that, 

albeit unplanned, withdrawal: no reminder of the world ‘out there,’ even the 

symbolic one of a patch of sky seen through a window. On Yom Kippur, I wel-

come the opportunity to withdraw from the world and refocus.  

Rabbi Colin Eimer 
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Hear O Israel, the Eternal is our God, the Eternal is One. 

Blessed is the knowledge of God’s glorious rule forever and ever. 

Love the Eternal your God with all your heart, and all your soul, and all your might. These words that I 

command you today shall be upon your heart. Repeat them to your children, and talk about them when you 

sit in your home, and when you walk in the street; when you lie down, and when you rise up. Secure them 

as a sign upon your hand, and let them be as reminders before your eyes. Write them on the doorposts of 

your home and at your gates. 
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The self discovery of God’s nearness and holiness each of us has to experience in our own way.  One of 

Germany’s great philosophers and scholars of the 20th century was Franz Rosenzweig.  Early in his life 

decided he might leave his people and join another faith.    Yet he felt that before he did so, he must en-

ter the synagogue on Kol Nidre night and let his conscience wrestle with him until he could find the an-

swer.    

Franz Rosenzweig suddenly found a new faith that came forth – a faith that saw God near and a deep 

desire to be with his people, his heritage and his God.  He wrote a letter to a friend and said:  “After pro-

longed and thorough examination, I have reversed by decision.  It no longer seems necessary to me and, 

therefore, being what I am, I will remain a Jew.  But one thing this Yom Kippur has done for me is that 

it has made me ask myself the question of how much have I grown?   How tall can I become spiritually?  

Every Kol Nidre night for the rest of my life I shall always ask myself that question.  How much have I 

grown?  How tall am I spiritually?” 

Rabbi Arthur Oleisky 
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Robert Fulghum, American writer, newspaper columnist and former Unitarian minister, published 

a book intriguingly entitled:  All I Really Need to Know I Learned in Kindergarten, in which he 

derives profound life lessons from the world of childhood and everyday, commonplace occurrenc-

es.  I share with you briefly, part of Fulghum’s commentary on the children’s game Hide and 

Seek. He writes: 

Do you have a kid in your neighbourhood who always hid so good, nobody could find him?  We 

did. After a while, we would give up on him and go off, leaving him to rot wherever his was.  

Sooner or later he would show up, all mad because we didn’t keep looking for him… 

As I write this, the neighbourhood game goes on, and there is a kid under a pile of leaves in the 

yard just under my window.  He has been there a long time now, and everybody else is found and 

they are about to give up on him… I considered going out and telling them where he is hid-

ing….Finally, I just yelled “Get found, kid!” out of the window.   And scared him so bad he start-

ed crying and ran home to tell his mother.   It’s real hard to know how to be helpful sometimes. 
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Robert Fulghum concludes: 

He hid too well.  Getting found would have kept him in the game.  Hide-and-seek, grown-up style.  

Wanting to hide.  Needing to be sought. Confused about being found.   “I don’t want anybody to 

know.” “What will people think?” 

Hiding is something that we do well. Too well at times.  We hide from each other, we hide from 

our families, our friends.  And we hide from our people.  We hide from God.  Tonight, Yom 

Kippur, the culmination of the Ten Days of Repentance, begins.   And teshuvah, repentance (more 

correctly, return) is just that – return from our hiding places, return from where we have hidden 

from each other, from tradition, from God. 

Rabbi Philip S. Scheim 
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 All Vows 
 
All vows, promises, and commitments made in Your Presence 
Since last Yom Kippur and in the years before, 
May we be given strength to keep them. 
 

Our marriage vows – may they endure 
Through dark days and through dull days, 
Through fatigue and through anger. 
May our love prove strong enough, and our faith deep enough, to last. 
 

Our vows to ourselves, commitments to good health, 
May we take our own lives seriously enough to heed them, 
Keeping our promises in the way we eat and drink, 
The way we work and rest, 
And the things that get us angry. 
 

The promises we made to study and to worship –  
We meant them when we made them,  
But so many things get in the way. 
This time, may we be strong enough to let our better selves prevail. 
 

Promises made by boys and girls, who stood on this pulpit, 
Who glimpsed what life as Jews might hold in store for them, 
May their idealism and vision be with them through all their days. 
 

Commitments made to parents and friends, 
Pledges to charity, and other good intentions, – 
Help us to become as noble, compassionate, and generous, 
As we saw ourselves to be at those moments. 
 

Dear God, we meant in all seriousness the promises we made 
To You, to each other and to ourselves, 
Even as we mean the vows we speak tonight. 
They were our reaching toward You, as plants toward the light. 
 

May You reach down to us as we reach up toward You, 
And give us strength and self-respect, fidelity and vision, 
To grow to be the people we have sworn to be. 
 

All vows, commitments, obligations, 
Promises we make 
From this Yom Kippur day until the next –  
May we be strong enough to keep them. 

Rabbi Harold S. Kushner 
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How did the Kol Nidre originate?  The mysterious and solemn introduction intoned by the rabbi 

before the Kol Nidre, which originates in the dim past, has suggested an answer.  The formula reads:  

Biyeshivah shel ma’alah, uviyeshivah shel mattag, ‘al da’at hamakom ve’al da’at hakahal, ‘anu 

mattirin lehitpallel ‘im has’abharyanim, “With the permission of the Court on High, and the 

permission of the Court on earth, with the consent of God and the approval of this congregation, we 

hereby declare it lawful to worship with the transgressors.” 

Who are those “transgressors”?  Scholars have suggested that this refers to one of the many periods in 

Jewish history when Jews were threatened with massacre or expulsion, or the expropriation of their 

property, unless they adopted the dominant faith if the particular country in which they lived.  In spite 

of these perils, many Jews clung bravely to their faith and their religion, and paid a heavy price for 

their loyalty.  But others were too week or the temptations were too strong, and so they adopted the 

faith of the majority.  Throughout the year they professed alien rites and pronounced alien prayers. 

Came Yom Kippur eve, and the moment of truth had arrived when their whole being cried out for the 

forgiveness of the God of Israel, and for fellowship with the household of Israel.  And so in stealth 

and trembling they made their way to the synagogues, and the rabbis gave permission for them to 

enter using the formula which we have already quoted.  When these penitents intoned the Kol Nidre, 

they were asking to be forgiven for all the unworthy vows of loyalty to alien creeds, which they had 

spoken out of their weakness, because of their inability to resist the threats or the blandishments 

invoked against them. 

Where did the Kol Nidre arise?   The traditional explanation sees its origin in Spain, where thousands 

of crypto-Jews, or Marranos, professed Christianity outwardly while seeking to remain loyal to the 

God of Israel. Some scholars have traced the Kol Nidre further back to Babylonia, where the fanatical 

sect of fire worshippers compelled Jews to accept their faith, and where there were also untold 

numbers who lived outwardly as Zoroastrians and inwardly as Jews. 

Probably the origin of the words of the Kol Nidre, like that of its moving melody, will remain forever 

sealed.  Precisely for this reason, the Kol Nidre will continue to be the matchless and eternal 

expression of the miracle of Jewish survival, a miracle which is also a mystery, deepened by two 

thousand years of exile and persecution, of spoliation, and massacre. 

Rabbi Robert Gordis 
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On Forgiving 

 'I hereby forgive all who have hurt me...' : as we say the words, we may wonder: is it really 

that easy? Is it so straightforward for forgiveness, however heartfelt, to spread its benign balm over 

the hurts we have endured? Can forgiveness be achieved just by wishing it so?  

 We turn again to the words of tradition, centuries old, prayers worn smooth as pebbles by 

their repetition through the generations - and as we grasp them anew, we recognise how hard it is 

to bridge the gap between the words on the page and the feelings that lie within us. And yet this is 

the work we are called upon to do during these Days of Awe: to reflect on the hurts we have re-

ceived that damaged our sense of well-being, and to acknowledge the hurts we caused, which dam-

aged the well-being of others.   

 To forgive others, to forgive ourselves – this is our struggle. The words of tradition are sign-

posts on the journey into ourselves: may they help us rather than hinder us, may they support us as 

we seek to attune our lives to the values of our tradition, may they guide us as we strive to harmo-

nise ‘the words of our mouths’ with ‘the meditations of our hearts’.  
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Please feel welcome to  

keep this booklet and take it home with you. 

Adapted from the  draft of Seder 

HaTefillot, Prayers for the High 

Holidays, 9th Edition and 

Moments of Transcendence. 


